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SHREEVE AWARD HONORS HAMILTON TEACHER 
MISSOULA -
Susan Gibson Schlechten was born to be a teacher. Not only was it her dream to teach 
since attending first grade, but her grandmother, mother and two aunts were teachers as well.
And now, after 29 years in education, Schlechten, who teaches kindergarten and serves 
as vice principal at Washington Primary in Hamilton, will be recognized for her efforts when 
she receives this year’s Maryfrances Shreeve Award for Teaching Excellence.
Schlechten will receive the award ~  along with a $2,000 cash prize — at the 19th 
Annual UM Education Reception on Saturday, Feb. 23.
“First, I was overwhelmed because I don’t think of myself as being an outstanding 
teacher,” Schlechten said. “It’s just something that I ’ve done because I liked it and really 
enjoyed it. I felt like I was good enough at it, but I didn’t feel like an award was fitting for me. 
It’s given me a chance to reflect on why I was a teacher, why I enjoy it and why it works for 
m e.”
But, Duby Santee, superintendent of Hamilton Public Schools, and colleagues of 
Schlechten tend to disagree. They think her natural ability is worth recognition, as evidenced 
by their glowing nomination letters.
-more-
“Kindergarten teachers are, in general, worthy of admiration,” Santee wrote in his 
nomination letter. “Susan, however, stands above the crowd. Whether it is dashing out to fill 
cups with new fallen snow to see how fast snow melts or throwing a make believe ‘Snow 
Party’ in the gym (complete with skating and sledding), Mrs. Schlechten always challenges the 
kids to think and do .”
Schlechten’s students paint an equally glowing picture.
“Everyone wanted to be in Mrs. Schlechten’s class, and I remember feeling very lucky 
to have been assigned to her as a teacher,” said Morgan Goheen, a former student of 
Schlechten’s, in her nomination letter. “Mrs. Schlechten had a way of making each student feel 
special and included, and her great patience coupled with gentle firmness in terms of keeping 
kids on task made for the ideal learning environment.”
Schlechten graduated with a bachelor of science degree in elementary education from 
Montana State University in 1965. Upon graduation she accepted her first teaching job with 
Great Falls Public Schools, and taught there from 1965 to 1967. Then in 1967, she moved to 
California and taught in the San Francisco Unified School District, while also working on her 
graduate studies at San Francisco State and UC Berkeley.
In 1970 she taught in the Palos Verdes Unified School District and continued her 
graduate studies at UCLA and Pepperdine University. In 1984, after meeting her husband, 
David, now a self-employed architect, she returned to Montana and continued her graduate 
work at UM while substituting in the Hamilton School District.
She taught at the Bitterroot Preschool in Hamilton from 1985 to 1986. Since 1986
-more-
Schlechten has taught kindergarten, as well as served as vice principal at Washington Primary.
Schlechten and her husband have two children. Their son, Matt, is a naturopathic 
physician in Hamilton. Their daughter, Jena, is an occupational therapist in Kenai, Alaska.
After teaching for 22 years at Washington Primary, Schlechten will retire in June and 
“catch up on all of the things I haven’t been able to do,” she said.
“The thing that is so great about kindergarten in a small school like Hamilton, is that I 
teach students in kindergarten, but then I see them grow and mature,” Schlechten said. “Now I 
even have children of my former students, and it’s been great to see them and teach their 
kids.” The Maryfrances Shreeve Award is given annually by the UM School of Education for 
excellence in Montana teaching. The award is given in memory of Shreeve, a longtime 
Montana educator.
To be considered for this award, all applicants must demonstrate strong skills in 
educational background and teaching excellence, classroom instruction and commitment to 
education with enthusiasm and community involvement. In addition, all nominees are required 
to submit letters of recommendation from an administrator, two colleagues, two current or 
former students and two parents.
“1 would like to thank the Maryfrances Shreeve family for establishing the award,” 
Schlechten said, “and all of the people who were involved in the nomination for writing the 
letters and for all the wonderful things they thought to say.”
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